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I

n his famous “I Have a Dream” speech,
Martin Luther King Jr. calls attention to
a “promissory note” signed by the Founding Fathers that promised that Blacks and
whites were created equal and guaranteed
“unalienable rights of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” King stated that America
never fulfilled its promise and that African
Americans were gathered at the nation’s
capital for the 1963 March on Washington to
finally “cash” the check marked “insufficient
funds.” This promissory note voiced by King
serves as a powerful reminder that the sins of
the past have not been addressed.
Ta-Nehisi Coates, a journalist and New York
46

Times bestselling author, outlines centuries of
racial terrorism in his groundbreaking article
“The Case for Reparations,” as he builds an
argument that African Americans must be
compensated so that a broken America can
start healing. He refutes common arguments
against reparations, providing historical evidence to expose the hypocrisy of his opponents. Moreover, he helps readers see that
reparations are not a “handout” or a “reluctant bribe” but the only means to achieving a
“revolution of the American consciousness.”
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Coates reasons that while many opposed to
reparations say that “the last slaveholder has
been dead for a very long time,” the system of
racial oppression that existed during slavery in
America has never been dismantled. Coates
describes how President Roosevelt’s New Deal
policy rested on the foundation of Jim Crow
laws. When Roosevelt signed Social Security into law in 1935, “65 percent of African
Americans nationally and between 70 and 80
percent in the South were ineligible.” Black
oppression did not come to an abrupt halt in
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1865 with the abolition of slavery. Almost two
hundred years later, the United States continues to perpetuate the treatment of Black people as subordinates through racist government
policies that expose profound inequities.
Coates strengthens his case for reparations
by arguing that descendants of former slaves
face a “quiet plunder” due to structural racism
embedded in our institutions. He analyzes the
“second ghetto” in Chicago, where the “virulent racism” of white citizens led to the formation of associations to keep Blacks out of their
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neighborhoods. Coates also highlights the
devastating effects of redlining, which excluded Black people from obtaining mortgages for
certain neighborhoods, reinforcing economic
inequality through segregation. These lenders, or “contract sellers,” continued to exploit
Black Americans, making them pay excessive
monthly installments, so most could never afford to gain ownership of a home and were
ultimately evicted. Corrupt practices like these
have created a seemingly unbridgeable wealth
gap. Mary Bassett and Sandro Galea write of
this profound disparity, stressing America’s
obligation to repair a racist system built on institutional white supremacy. Data collected by
the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston suggests
that Boston “household assets averaged $8 for
Black families and about $247,500 for white
families” (2102).
Coates features the story of Clyde Ross,
a Black man who moved from the Jim Crow
South to Chicago, as a lens to help readers understand the residual impact of racist
housing policies. Ross poignantly describes
his grief after being stripped of his savings by
a white contract seller: “Without the money,
you can’t move. You can’t educate your kids.
You can’t give them the right kind of food.”
Ross also discusses the crushing emotional
impact of systemic racism on children, as it
“changes their outlook” and dismantles hope
for a better future. Ross’s narrative helps
make sense of the troubling figures provided
by Bassett and Galea, highlighting the reasoning behind the human cost of the wealth dis48

parities between Blacks and whites. But Ross
is more than just a statistic. He is a living,
breathing human being. His story establishes
the domino effect that the economic exploitation of Black Americans has on future generations, as Ross’s children suffered immensely
in both their physical circumstances and their
outlook on life. Bassett and Galea’s article also
provides insight into the jarring Black-white
health gap, pointing out that “there has not
been a single year since the founding of the
United States when Black people in this country have not been sicker and died younger
than white people” (2101). Drawing on data
from the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, Bassett and Galea support their
claim that “life expectancy remains stubbornly tied to whether a person is born Black
or white” (2102). Despite the efforts of both
private and public entities to reduce racial inequities in recent years, Bassett and Galea cite
a statistic from the CDC that reveals “the rate
of premature death (before 75 years of age)
is 30% higher among Black Americans than
among white Americans” (2101). Their purpose is to persuade readers that reparations
are not about a fix in “cash” or “kind,” but are
“a monumental break with the past” critical
to saving the lives of Black Americans (2103).
Simply put, America needs to pay. This fact is
evident based on the system of white supremacy our country is built on, as we use Uncle
Sam to champion liberty and justice for all
while denying our contribution to Black oppression. The United States can only repent

Published by SURFACE at Syracuse University, 2022

3

Intertext, Vol. 30 [2022], Art. 18

for its past sins and move forward with healing
by issuing reparations. Without this racial restitution, the disparities across health, wealth,
education, and beyond will become unmanageably high.
However, even the most ardent supporters
of reparations must consider the difficulties
that will arise over the allocation of these
funds. When contemplating the intense debate likely to ensue over who would qualify
and how much money each person should
receive, others argue that proposing a system of reparations is ultimately futile. Who
deserves reparations? What about other targeted groups? What constitutes Blackness?
Where will the money come from? Will taxes
increase? It is not my fault my ancestors were
slaveholders…is it fair for my wallet to take
a hit? Still, an all-encompassing, burning
question remains: “How would it work?” In
“The Impossibility of Reparations,” critic
David Frum takes an oppositional view on
reparations. Frum believes how is the most
difficult question about restitution. He does
not believe in most proposed reparations
systems. He uses affirmative action since
1969 as a lens to highlight multiple ways in
which the system of reparations proposed by
Coates would likely fail. He describes how
other groups, like Native Americans who
were mercilessly killed and stripped of their
land, may also feel entitled to compensation.
Here, he points out that Coates’s argument
rests on the false notion that “America’s racial composition is essentially binary, a white
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majority that inflicts inequality; a Black
minority that suffers inequality.” Frum’s response to such arguments demonstrates how
“politically outlandish” he believes the idea
of reparations is with the constant flux of
immigrants entering our country. He questions if reparations will become a “cost of
immigration” that all newcomers must pay
for the American Dream, or if the “dwindling white majority” will carry the heavy
economic burden that will cause them to feel
even more “culturally insecure.” He furthers
his questioning of how reparations would
work by raising concern over who would
qualify. Frum emphasizes how difficult it
would be to make these decisions. Establishing a standard for how Black a person
must be to receive reparations would be an
incredibly subjective and racist practice in
itself. This may be Frum’s most compelling
objection. Measuring Blackness based on
the amount of melanin in someone’s skin is
unethical and impossible. It is clearly subjective if the white men who make up most of
our government decide a standard for being
“Black” based on their own privilege, prejudices, and ignorance. If a person considers
themself to be Black, that should be enough.
Frum sees this as yet another reason to dismiss reparations. Coates introduces a solution
to this issue and a guide for how the United
States can start to deal with its moral debt
by outlining how Germany compensated the
Jewish people in Israel for the suffering they
endured at the hands of the Nazis. While
INTERTEXT 2022 | 49
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there was strong opposition at first, an agreement resulted in individual reparations claims
that allowed Jewish people to flourish while
letting Germany atone for its past actions.
Coates cites historian Tom Segev, who says
West Germany agreed to pay them over seven
billion dollars, which had “indisputable psychological and political importance” and also
created 45,000 jobs. Individual claims were
made based on different categories of harm:
psychological trauma, hindering law careers,
offending Jewish people, and time spent in
concentration camps. This example clearly
shows that there are ways to determine who
qualifies for reparations besides subjectively
measuring Blackness as long as we are willing
to take the mature approach of acknowledging the persistent legacy of racism and the
urgency for these funds rather than simply
dismissing them based on minor challenges.
Frum examines the difficulties of allocating
reparations by highlighting another pressing
issue: how need will be measured. Many challenges arise when debating whether all eligible
parties should receive equal compensation or
if the amount of restitution given should differ on a case-by-case basis. Frum expands on
this issue by calling attention to the population of incarcerated Black Americans and the
controversy over whether they should qualify.
He emphasizes the weight of this decision, as
not counting them would exclude about one
million African Americans from compensation, but counting them could result in a vile
system that “would potentially tax victims of
50

rape and families of the murdered for the
benefit of their assailants.” This view essentially assumes that there are a large number
of Black rapists and murderers with white victims without any evidence. This assumption
plays into the same stereotypes and prejudices
that continue to plague our country. Frum denies the more critical conversation here of rethinking how reparations could extend to unjustly incarcerated Black people. Many Black
Americans falsely accused of crimes are still
behind bars because they do not have enough
money to hire a good lawyer to help exonerate them. Furthermore, if Frum believes there
is a disproportionate number of Black rapists
and murderers in our country, this is the perfect opportunity to create programs funded by
reparations to help address the faulty systems
clearly failing them.
Frum’s analysis calls into question his
overall stance on reparations. It seems he is
completely opposed to reparations in principle and is using weak examples to showcase their impracticability. He appears more
concerned with protecting the fragile white
ego than working toward the “group betterment” that he claims to champion for ancestors of former slaves. While many questions
arise from men like Frum over the allocation
of individual reparations, plenty of scholars have discussed using reparations to fund
programs benefiting Black Americans as a
group. Coates introduces Charles Ogletree,
a Harvard Law School professor, who builds
a case for a system of “job training and pub-
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lic works” that would make Blacks equal in
principle and practice. Ogletree also argues
that this program should aid the needy of all
races since many people of different ethnicities and backgrounds are systemically suffering and deserve support from the wealthy.
Bassett and Galea believe addressing
structural racism through similar programs
will allow the United States to finally get
to the root cause of inseparable racial disparities in health and wealth. The authors
describe three ways a reparations program
of group betterment could reduce health
disparities: expansion of the limited available resources to Black Americans, stress reduction, and “intergenerational” effects on
wealth, assets, and ultimately health. Essentially, reparations could allow Black people
to move into safer neighborhoods with better schools and cleaner air. Filling this gap
in resources would potentially alleviate stress
and “psychological strain” among Black
Americans, narrowing the health gap. Bassett and Galea suggest that “any reparations
provided today would be an investment in
the future,” reducing disparities that have
persisted for centuries (2102). After navigating such a complicated discourse,
I find myself questioning my views.
While I ultimately disagree with Frum, he
does raise some valid concerns about individual reparations. However, this does not
warrant a complete dismissal of reparations
as a system, and instituting them in some
form is by no means an “impossible” task.
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It is time the United States government
ethically atones for its sins that have helped
maintain white-dominated systems. I believe
the most viable method is addressing racism
at a systemic level with local deliberation on
the structures and institutions perpetuating
these disparities so we can provide funding
in the right places. That way we can overcome the current inequity that is systematically ingrained in American society. While
it is easy for Frum and other opponents of
reparations to raise hypothetical questions
on this system meant to improve the lives
of a historically oppressed population, one
urgent question remains: What is the value
of a Black life? It astounds me that we continue to neglect the opportunity for lifesaving change despite glaring disparities sewn
into the tattered fabric of our institutions.
What more will it take?
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